






Towards a Critique of the Dominant Philosophies 
of Language from a Historical-Materialist Standpoint
Abstract
The aim of this paper is to offer a critique of some of the main authors of modern linguis­
tics or other approaches to language in general: Ferdinand de Saussure, the “founder” of 
modern linguistics, Noam Chomsky, one of the most prominent representatives of modern 
linguistics, and Jürgen Habermas, whose philosophy of language was an important part 
of his communication project. Critique here offered is based on an approach to language 
which considers its social character as equally as essential to it as its strictly linguistic or 
biological traits. It is argued that the dominant philosophies of language, analysed through 
the work of the three aforementioned authors, abstracted from this social characteristics 
of language in order to create a “science of language”, whereby language has become a 
static, synchronous structure with almost no connection to language as it exists in social 
reality. It is because language is inextricably connected to social, ideological, and political 
phenomena that Jürgen Habermas also criticised them for idealizing language and consid­
ering “speech acts” only those utterances whose goal is cooperation, but not those whose 











































the	 relevant	 subjects	 in	 the	domain	of	economic,	cultural,	political	or	military	 structures	are	










































1. The Linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure
1.1. “The science of language”
Few	will	 probably	 object	 to	 the	 claim	 that	 Ferdinand	 de	 Saussure’s	 book,	




logical	 first	 step	 in	building	a	historical-materialist	conception	of	 language	
which	is,	as	will	be	shown,	significantly	opposed	to	the	main	presuppositions	
of	Saussure	and	the	remaining	authors	discussed	in	this	chapter.





















































between	 speakers	 in	 a	 concrete	 speech	 context	 in	 particular,	which	 can	be	
discerned	from	the	specific	style	of	speech	a	speaker	utilises.











language	 is	 subject	 to	 certain	 conditions	 of	 its	 social	 production,	which	 is	
what	Bourdieu’s	work	is	very	good	at	showing	in	detail.
Finally,	according	 to	Saussure,	 langue	 should	be	 studied	 from	 the	point	of	





“…	 the	 Saussurean	 system	 has	 another	major	 characteristic,	 encapsulated	 in	 the	 concept	 of	













































“…	we	find	in	all	the	foregoing	examples	values	emanating from the system.	[emphasis	mine]	
































































































born	“structure”	of	 language,	we	might	 say:	 fair	 enough.	But	 the	criticism	
I	 elaborated	 above	 is	 still	 applicable;	 if	 nothing	 else,	 there	 remains	 a	 fun-













“The	 entire	 destiny	 of	modern	 linguistics	 is	 in	 fact	 determined	 by	 Saussure’s	 inaugural	 act	
through	which	he	separates	the	‘external’	elements	of	linguistics	from	the	‘internal’	elements,	













to	 economy,	 but	 also	 the	 relations	 between	
subjects	 analogous	 to	 economic	 relations.	
“The	economy	of	the	subject	is	an	economy	




with	 interest.	And	 since	 subjects	 are	 consti-











2001,	 p.	 55).	 For	 Rossi-Landi’s	 work,	 see:	
Rossi-Landi	1983,	particularly	chapter	2.
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materialist	 approach	 to	 language,	we	 should	 not	 forget	 about	Valentin	Vo-
loshinov’s	 critique	of	Saussure,	probably	one	of	 the	 first	 from	 the	Marxist	
current	of	thought.	In	his	book	Marxism and the Philosophy of Language,6	
Voloshinov	 situates	 the	 linguistic	 theory	of	Saussure	within	what	he	 terms	
“abstract	objectivism”.	His	critique	can	be	summarized	as	follows:
“…	language	is	not	a	stable	system	of	self-identical	forms,	but	a	system	of	signs	adaptable	to	


















guages	has	concentrated	 the	attention	of	philosophical	and	 linguistic	 thought	on	 the	 firmest,	
most	 stable,	 least	 changeable	 and	most	mono-semic	 aspects	 of	 discourse	 –	 on	 the	 phonetic	


















system	of	normatively	identical	forms	lies	a	practical and theoretical focus of attention on the 
































ever,	 I	 believe	enough	proof	 to	 the	 contrary	
has	 been	 given	 in	 Brandist	 2002	 (the	 large	
number	of	references	Voloshinov	used,	which	
Bakhtin	 seldom	 does	 in	 his	 works;	 the	 dif-












































Already	 in	 his	 early	works,	Chomsky	 adopts	 the	 Saussurean	 procedure	 of	
demarcating	the	 linguistic	object	of	study	from	all	 the	phenomena	external	
to	language:
“Linguistic	 theory	 is	concerned	primarily	with	an	 ideal	 speaker-listener,	 in	a	completely	ho-
mogeneous	 speech-community,	who	knows	 its	 language	perfectly	 and	 is	 unaffected	by	 such	
grammatically	irrelevant	conditions	as	memory	limitations,	distractions,	shifts	of	attention	and	




















This	 way,	 Chomsky	 got	 closer	 to	 those	 approaches	 which	 I	 criticised	 in	
note	three,	namely,	psychologism	and	biologism.	It	is	not	a	coincidence	that	







“Chomskyan	 ‘competence’	 is	 simply	 another	 name	 for	Saussure’s	 langue.	Corresponding	 to	
language	as	‘universal	treasure’,	as	the	collective	property	of	the	whole	group,	there	is	linguistic	
competence	as	the	‘deposit’	of	this	‘treasure’	in	each	individual	or	as	the	participation	of	each	







guage”	 or	 as	 “universal	 linguistic	 practice”	 by	 looking	 at	 official	 national	
language,	 is	 in	 fact	 a	 discourse	which	 has	 imposed	 itself	 as	 the	 dominant	

















Secondly,	 for	Chomsky,	“language	 is	a	mental	organ:	a	 ‘biological	endow-
ment’	that	is	species-specific	and	innate.	Chomsky	clearly	establishes	an	anal-
ogy	between	 language	–	 a	mental	 organ	–	 and	 the	heart	 or	 eye	–	physical	













































Thus,	we	 have	 again,	 as	 in	 Saussure,	 the	 principle	 of	 immanence,	 i.e.	 the	







































encompassed	under	 the	necessarily	vague	notion	of	 language”	–	 langue	 in	
Saussure,	a	genetic	programme	in	Chomsky.	Thus,	he	succumbed	to	the	same	
errors	 of	 scientific	 positivism	 as	 Saussure	 did.	However,	 Saussure	 at	 least	















3. Idealism of Habermas’ communicative theory of language
The	work	of	Jürgen	Habermas	brings	us	to	a	significantly	different	approach	
to	 language	 compared	 to	 that	 of	 Saussure	 and	 Chomsky.	Although	 not	 a	
9
I	mostly	 build	 upon	 the	 summary	 in	 Lecer-
cle	2009,	pp.	35–37,	where	I	adopt	the	three	
















cepts.	His	magnum opus,	The Theory of Communicative Action	 (Habermas	
1984;	Habermas	1987),	offers	a	philosophy	of	language	already	well	aware	























the	 concept	 of	 inter-subjective	 understanding,	 according	 to	which	 the	 fun-





ing,	 the	goal	of	which	 is	an	agreement	about	particular	 truth	claims.	Thus,	
“Habermas’s	philosophy	of	language	is	an	ethics of discussion”	as	well	(Ibid.,	
p.	47).	Secondly,	 there	 is	 the	concept	of	 life­world	 (Lebenswelt),	borrowed	
from	Husserl,	which	Habermas	describes	as	“formed	from	more	or	less	dif-
fuse,	 always	 unproblematic,	 background	 convictions”	 (Habermas,	 1984,	 p.	








herself	 understood	 by	 her	 interlocutor(s)	 (sincerity	 claim:	making	 oneself	 understood	 in	 the	
framework	of	consensus	is	in	fact	to	state	the	truth	about	oneself,	to	be	sincere);	and	(d)	agree	
with	her	 interlocutor	(accuracy	claim,	which	 is	defined	as	a	set	of	norms	to	which	 the	 inter-
locutors	collectively	subscribe).	These	four	claims	are	the	presupposed	basis	of	inter-subjective	
























acts	which	 are	 explicitly	uncooperative,	 like	 threats,	 insults	 or	 orders.	 For	
him:























































Habermas	thinks	within	those	frameworks	even	before	The Theory of Com­















































as	Bakhtin	 and	Gramsci,	 in	 their	 own	way),	 the	way	 an	 individual	 speaks	



























































“…	the relationship between the structured systems of sociologically pertinent linguistic diffe­









1)	 turning	language	into	a stable system,	abstracted	from	society	and	its	uti-
lization	within	 it,	 and	 focusing	 exclusively	 on	 the	 internal	 elements	 of	
such	a	system,	whereby	everything	external	to	it	is	proclaimed	irrelevant	




2)	 turning	 language	 into	 a biological endowment,	 whereby	 language	 be-
comes	merely	 the	capacity	 to	 speak	 inherent	 in	 the	human	species	as	a	
result	of	evolution,	and	its	study	therefore	limited	to	the	individual,	thus	
becoming	separated	not	only	from	its	social	context,	but	also	from	its	his-





3)	 turning	language	into	an ethics of rational discourse,	whereby	language	
is	idealized	and	freed	of	all	its	conflictual	forms	and	relations	of	power,	
and	becomes	a	foundation	for	a	project	of	a	democratic	society	(to	this	we	











































tion	of	 the	 historical	 conjuncture,	 for	which	
–	he	claims	–	 is	 in	part	 responsible	 for	 this,	
see	ibid.,	pp.	59–60.
14
This	 is	 precisely	 the	 path	 Lecercle	 takes,	
starting	 from	 several	 negative	 principles	 of	
what	 he	 calls	 “the	 dominant	 philosophy	 of	
language”,	 in	 order	 to	 arrive	 at	 their	 oppo-
sites,	 and	 thus	 formulate	 positive	 principles	
for	a	Marxist	philosophy	of	language	(Lecer-





Hopefully,	 as	 I	 showed,	 Saussure	 only	 ac-
knowledged	that	fact,	but	did	not	“draw	out”	
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Alen Sućeska
Prema kritici dominantnih 
filozofija jezika iz pozicije historijskog materijalizma
Sažetak
Cilj je istraživanja ponuditi kritiku nekih od glavnih autora suvremene lingvistike ili drugih 
pristupa jeziku općenito: Ferdinanda de Saussurea, »osnivača« suvremene lingvistike; Noama 
Chomskog, jednog od najprominentnijih predstavnika suvremene lingvistike; te Jürgena Haber­
masa, čija je filozofija jezika važan dio njegova projekta komunikacije. Ovdje ponuđena kritika 
temelji se na pristupu jeziku koji društveni karakter tretira jednako ključnim kao i strogo lingvi­
stičke ili biološke karakteristike. Argumentira se da su dominantne filozofije jezika, analizirane 
kroz rad troje navedenih autora, apstrahirale od društvene karakteristike jezika kako bi stvorile 
»znanost jezika«, pri čemu je jezik postao statična, sinkrona struktura nepovezana s jezikom 
kakav postoji u zbilji. Razlog je tomu to što je jezik neodvojivo vezan za socijalne, ideološke i po­
litičke fenomene kakve je i sam Jürgen Habermas kritizirao zbog idealiziranja jezika i »govorne 
činove« smatrao samo one čiji je cilj kooperacija, ali ne i one čija je narav konfliktna, kako je 





In Richtung Kritik der dominanten 
Sprachphilosophien aus der Position des historischen Materialismus
Zusammenfassung
Das Ziel dieser Forschung ist es, die Kritik einiger der Hauptautoren der zeitgenössischen 
Linguistik oder anderer Sprachansätze im Allgemeinen zu liefern: die Kritik Ferdinand de 
Saussures, des „Begründers“ der modernen Linguistik; die Kritik Noam Chomskys, eines der 
prominentesten Vertreter der modernen Linguistik sowie die Kritik Jürgen Habermas’, dessen 
Sprachphilosophie ein bedeutender Teil seines Kommunikationsprojekts ist. Die hier gebotene 
Kritik beruht auf dem Sprachansatz, welcher den gesellschaftlichen Charakter als ebenso aus­
schlaggebend betrachtet wie die streng linguistischen oder biologischen Merkmale. Es wird ar­
gumentiert, die dominanten Sprachphilosophien, analysiert durch die Arbeit der drei erwähnten 
Autoren, hätten von dem gesellschaftlichen Merkmal der Sprache abstrahiert, um eine „Sprach­
wissenschaft“ zu schaffen, wobei die Sprache eine statische, synchrone und mit der in der Re­
alität existierenden Sprache unverbundene Struktur geworden sei. Der Grund dafür ist, dass 
die Sprache untrennbar an die sozialen, ideologischen und politischen Phänomene gebunden 
ist, die Jürgen Habermas selbst für die Idealisierung der Sprache kritisierte. Als „Sprechakte“ 
erachtete er nur jene, die eine Kooperation zum Ziel haben, jedoch nicht auch jene, deren Natur 










Vers une critique des philosophies du langage 
dominantes à partir de la position du matérialisme historique
Résumé
Le but de cette recherche est de proposer une critique de certains des principaux auteurs de lin­
guistique contemporaine ou, de manière générale, d’autres approches de la langue, notamment 
celles de : Ferdinand de Saussure, « fondateur » de la linguistique moderne ; Noam Chomsky, 
l’un des plus éminents représentants de la linguistique contemporaine ; Jürgen Habermas, dont 
la philosophie du langage constitue une partie importante de son projet sur la communication. 
La critique qui est ici proposée se fonde sur une approche du langage qui traite de manière es­
sentielle, autant que rigoureuse, des caractéristiques linguistiques ou biologiques. Notre argu­
mentation s’attache à montrer que les philosophies dominantes du langage, analysées à travers 
le travail des trois auteurs mentionnés, ont fait abstraction des caractéristiques sociales du 
langage dans le but de créer une « science du langage », où le langage est devenu statique, une 
structure synchronique sans lien avec la réalité telle qu’elle existe. Notre raisonnement s’appuie 
sur le lien inhérent du langage aux phénomènes sociaux, idéologiques et politiques, tels que les 
a Jürgen Habermas lui­même critiqués en raison de l’idéalisation du langage à l’oeuvre ; il es­
timait que les « actes de langage » étaient seulement ceux dont le but était coopératif, et non pas 
ceux de nature conflictuelle, ce qui est néanmoins habituellement le cas au sein des différentes 
formes du dialogue sociale.
Mots-clés
langage,	linguistique,	Ferdinand	de	Saussure,	Noam	Chomsky,	Jürgen	Habermas,	matérialisme	his-
torique
